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Letter to the Editors
March 22, 2009
Dear Tamara and Leonie,
I am writing regarding the article "When Zora Won't Read" in the Michigan Reading Journal Volume 41,
Number 1. As I began to read this article, I was drawn to the struggle of a reading teacher trying to teach her
own daughter to read. I envisioned this daughter to be about 10 or 11 year old, and I felt strong compassion for
the mother. However that vision was contradicted when I got to the last sentences of the article, "She may balk
now, but I can probably relax. Zora, you see, is still only 3. She has some room to grow."
To say the least, when I read these last three sentences, I was horrified. Of course Zora can't read, she's three.
Three-year-olds should be enjoying stories, playing outdoors, flexing their imagination and reveling in the last
chance at enjoying life without the stress of expectation. Three-year-olds should just be able to be children.
As a literacy coach and parent of a four-year-old, I have, at times had to restrain myself. At three and four
years old, we must trust that our children are getting a strong background in oral language and phonological
awareness. When the time comes that they are ready to read, these foundations will be enough! What is the
point in a child that reads, but does not love to read? By cashing in on a short-term goal, a three-year-old that
can read a decodable book, we lose sight of the long-term aspiration, a literate person that enjoys reading and
can use the skill to grow into a productive member of society.
When JonBenet Ramsey was killed the world was disgusted that parents would force a child into an adult role .
I can't see a huge difference in putting makeup on a five-year-old and expecting a child to read before he or she
is developmentally ready. While I am willing to admit that this opinion may seem extreme. at the very least,
asking a three-year-old child to read takes time away from what a three-year-old should be doing.

In their book, Right-Brained Child in a Left-Brained World, Jeffrey Freed and Laurie Parsons, tell of Albert
Einstein, George S. Patton and William Butler Yeats, all of whom did not learn to read until a much later age
than their contemporaries. Freed and Parsons also cite a study from the 1930s that compares children who were
introduced to formal reading at grade one with children who weren't introduced to reading until grade two. The
study found that "children who started earlier had an initial advantage on the reading test used to chart pupil
progress. But the advantage totally disappeared by the time the children were in grade four." While this is
definitely very old research, a look at MEAP and NAEP scores tell us that some things never change. Across the
board, we see that children do reasonably well until the "fourth-grade slump" and unfortunately never recover.

In his book, The Hurried Child, David Elkind suggests that forcing children to read at a young age can be
detrimental in the long run. Elkind states that by having reading forced at such a young age, children can
become apathetic and withdrawn. I cannot think of a teacher I know who would not concur that the biggest
challenge we face is motivating children to want to read.
In short, I am upset that the Michigan Reading Association would advocate the detrimental practice of adding
undue stress to a child by teaching them to read when they are clearly uninterested and not ready for the task.
I hope that in the future, reviewers will look beyond grammatical correctness and whether or not the research is
sound to include whether or not the article is ethical. By the reaction of poor Zora to her mother's insistence that
she read, it is clear that she should not have been pushed so hard. When will we draw a line?
Sincerely,
Susan Olszewski
MRAMember

Editor Response
The article to which Ms. Olszewski's is referring appeared in the "Teachers as Writers" section of the Michigan Reading Journal as an original snapshot memoir. Because the author's work is original artistic expression, we grant poetic license to the authors, and we do not impose any editorial sanctions on their views.
Thus, the article titled "When Zora Won't Read" is not necessarily the view of the editors or the Michigan
Reading Journal. The topic of educating young children in literacy activities has been a long-debated issue
with educators on both sides of the fence. While some arguments favor Ms. Olszewski's point of view, others
in the field would argue that there are many literacy practices in which adults and young children can engage
that are not harmful to the child. Even as early as 1998, the editors of Preventing Reading Difficulties in
Young Children (Snow, Burns, & Griffin) listed developmental accomplishments that were appropriate for
3- and 4-year-old children. We believe that educators on both sides of this issue should be represented in the
Michigan Reading Journal, and we do not discriminate based on our own beliefs concerning the issue.
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